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Evaluating Aomori Public College's 
English Language Program ** 
- Case study from TOEIC preparation course -
* Dennis Okamoto 
* Katsuko Matsubara 
It has been almost one year since Aomori Public College initiated its TOEIC course as a 
trial program. Although the program is still in the process of change, it is time to evaluate 
how the program was conducted and its effect on English language education. Since APC 
offers TOEIC preparation course, one of the program goals is to increase students' TOEIC 
scores at the end of the course. According to ETS (Educational Testing and Services), the 
average TOEIC score for Japanese (36,985) taking the test was 450 (ETS, 2000)1). The 
result of average TOEIC score in July 2000 was 341.1 at APC, the score being below the 
average. In order to attain and surpass the national average by the time the students 
graduate, it is necessary for the institution to offer effective TOEIC preparation course 
during the first year of the English language program. 
This paper evaluates the effect of TOEIC preparation course by two instructors2). In order 
to evaluate the instruction, we analyzed 15 strategies that are emphasized to teach TOEIC 
course. We argue that by analyzing the differences in strategies, we can point out ones 
which may have affected the TOEIC score gains. From research data and analysis, we 
suggest that teaching TOEIC preparation course has relative effect on the students' score 
gain, and focusing on grammar and vocabulary may help students to gain scores in the 
reading section. However, it should be noted that the TOEIC program at APC is still in its 
infancy and comparisons are made only for one year and consequently, the sample size is 
small. Although the fact that the research data is limited, the authors contention is that the 
analysis is worthwhile for it should point out areas for improvement in the TOEIC 
preparation course. Moreover, the analysis should convey to the readers that a sincere and 
consorted effort is being made to assist the students to improve their TOEIC scores. 
* * Here we would like to thank APC for making this research possible by providing us with the joint 
research fund during the school year 2000. 
1) It has to be noted that test takers are freshmen employed by the company in Japan. 
2) This paper is a product of jOint research and p.1-5 are written by Katsuko Matsubara and p.6-11 
are written by Dennis Okamoto. 
* Aomori Public College 
APC's English Language Program 
Language education program consists of several related courses in order for students to 
achieve certain goals. Goals and objectives of the program may vary from general to 
specific. Although the main purpose of the language program is to gain language 
proficiency, the term language proficiency is somewhat ambiguous. It may mean that 
students gain basic conversational skills in the context of second language culture, or pass a 
specific language test. Language instructors will create and conduct appropriate 
instructions to reach certain program goals, which also depend on the curriculum and 
institutional setting. 
In the Spring Semester of 2000, APC developed the English language program which 
focuses on TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) and TOEIC (Test of English as 
an International Communication). Both TOEFL and TOEIC are known as a norm-
referenced test. Although the objectives of the two tests are to measure students' English 
proficiency, their contents are different in the manner in which the test is constructed. In 
other words, TOEFL is to measure students' ability to be able to study in U.S, colleges and 
universities while TOEIC is to measure students' English communication skills in daily life 
and in business situations. In addition to TOEFLfTOEIC, students are expected to perform 
oral proficiency in speaking class. The students spend approximately 50% of their class 
period on speaking. Examples of goals in speaking class are to gain confidence speaking in 
English in different situations and to gain oral proficiency. No specific oral test is used in 
this program, and therefore each instructor evaluates students' achievement. 
APC's English Language Program Evaluation 
Classroom instructors or researchers utilize different evaluation models, since not aU 
programs have concrete goals concerning evaluation. Some programs can be evaluated by 
concrete measurements such as passing a certain test or to enter a specific course while 
others may be more abstract. In terms of concrete measurements, assessment and testing 
will provide specific numbers to evaluate the program. Generally, experimental research 
designs with statistical techniques are used for the evaluation. However, strictly controlled 
research design is not the only way to evaluate language programs. Researchers and 
instructors can use qualitative information gathered by different methods to evaluate the 
program (Lynch 1996). The English department at APC started the TOEIC preparation 
course in the spring of 2000 and does not have sufficient data to conduct quantitative 
experimental research. On the other hand, as classroom instructors we have an internal 
quest to investigate how the program is conducted and what the outcomes are as a result of 
instruction. 
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This research focuses on the specific learning strategies that are emphasized for TOEIC 
preparation course and their effects on students' TOEIC score gains between July and 
December 2000. Two TOEIC preparation classes are compared and discussed. Instructor X 
and instructor Y taught TOEIC preparation course in the fall semester of 2000. Both 
instructors used the same textbook and gave the same tests during the semester. But they 
focused on different teaching strategies and focused on different skills during the semester. 
Instructional Setting 
Two instructors, X and Y taught two 60-minute class periods per week for 13 weeks in 
the fall semester. The students met a maximum of 26 hours of class time per semester. Both 
instructors used "Business Objective", "Student Workbook", "Complete Guide To The 
TOEIC Test", and "Introductory Course For The TOEIC Test" as textbooks and 
supplemental materials. They used tapes along with "Business Objectives". During the 
semester, both instructors gave exactly the same tests for midterm and final test. Both 
instructors assigned 30 to 60 minutes homework based on TOEIC preparation twice a week 
during the week and on weekends. The only difference in the instructional setting between 
the two instructors was the number of quizzes that were given during the semester. 
Instructor X used 6 quizzes, and each quiz contained 10 contextualized vocabulary quizzes 
(fill in the blanks with vocabularies), while instructor Y used 8 quizzes, each quiz 
containing 5 vocabulary questions and 15 - 20 structural questions (fill in the blanks, error 
corrections, and sentence combining). Both instructors used Japanese on some occasions to 
explain the assignments and the test date, approximately 5 minutes per class as a 
maximum, but the instructions were mostly conducted in English. 
Strategies 
Language learners use different types of strategies to process and acquire second 
language. Some researchers argue that strategies are techniques, approaches or actions that 
students initiate in order to facilitate learning (Chamot 1987, Rubin 1987). While others 
argue that strategies are more behavioral (Oxford 1989, Weinstein and Mayer 1986). The 
first definition associates more with cognitive strategies while the latter one associates with 
metacognitive strategies. Thus, in order to clarify the meaning of strategy, we will use 
strategies as a term to define specific techniques and actions that are emphasized and taught 
in the TOEIC course. 
Instructor X and Y taught the students with different strategies and suggested various 
techniques for the students to use. First, strategies are explained in detail, and then 
comparison and analysis of strategies used by the two instructors will be discussed. 
List of Strategies 
Vocabulary 
1. Memorization - Remembering a new word in the second language by using key word. 
(ex. Make vocabulary note, picture dictionary etc) 
2. Contextualization - Placing a word or phrase in a meaningful language sequence. 
3. Inferencing - Using available information to guess meaning of new items. 
4. Repetition - Imitating a language model and practice repeating. 
5. Resourcing - Defining or expanding a definition of a word or concept by using English. 
Grammar 
6. Deduction - Consciously applying rules to produce or understand second language. 
7. Recombination - Constructing a meaningful sentence or larger language sequence. 
8. Note-taking - Writing down the main idea, important points, or summary of information 
presented. 
9. Translation - Using the first language as a base for understanding. 
Listening 
10. Auditory repetition - Listening to tapes and repeating words and phrases. 
11. Visual - Watching videos to process new information via visual concepts in memory. 
12. Music - Listening to music to associate the meaning of words and phrases. 
Motivation 
13. Integrative motivation - Introduce culture and general knowledge about the target 
country. 
14. Instrumental motivation - Introduce the use of TOEIC and its purpose. 
15. Intrinsic motivation - Personal interest and curiosity in learning activities. 
Adapted from typology of learning strategy by O'Malley and Chamot (Chamot 1987) 
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Table 1: Comparison of Strategies by Instructor 
Strategies Instructor X Instructor Y 
1 Memorization -Asked students to make a -Asked students to remember 
vocabulary note -Gave limited amount of vocabulary 
weekly vocabulary quizzes -Memorize phrases related to text 
related to TOEIC material book material 
2 Contextualization -Introduced new vocabulary -Stressed familiarity with business 
in context-Taught situations-Taught a minimum of 
vocabularies with TOEIC words in business context 
materials 
3 Inferencing -Asked students to guess and -Ask students to project or guess 
rephrase the information concerning implicit information 
4 Repetition -Did not focus on extensive -Repeated TOEIC reading materials 
repetition, but repeated 
information concerning new 
vocabulary 
5 Resourcing -V se of dictionary -V se of dictionary 
6 Deduction -Grammar was taught -No strong focus on teaching 
deductively, but not large grammar-Taught logical deduction 
amount of time was spent from cause and effect sentences 
on grammar and paragraphs 
7 Recombination -None -None 
8 Note-taking -Asked students to write -Asked students to write down 
down important points important points 
-Handed out the important -Make notes on returned quizzes 
materials in print and assignments 
9 Translation -Small amount when -Small amount when students did 
students did not understand not understand the assignments 
the assignments 
10 Auditory repetition -No extensive repetition -Repeated certain difficult phrases 
practice for TOEIC and words 
listening 
11 Visual -Asked them to watch videos -Spontaneous only 
and movies as their 
assignments 
12 Music -Listen to music in class -None 
followed by quizzes 
13 Integrative -Introduced and incorporated -Taught benefits of educational 
Motivation teaching of American opportunities and activities in the 
culture in the lesson V.S. 
14 Instrumental -Introduced the use of -Stressed importance of score when 
Motivation TOEIC and its purpose applying for a job 
15 Intrinsic -Encouraged students with -None 
Motivation variety of interests 
associated with learning 
English. 
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Table 2: Comparisons of TOEIC Scores, By Instructor 
Table 2-1: Instructor X: N=31 
July December 
Total Total 
Score Score 
Mean 351.7 386.9 
Mode 395 375 
Median 345 375 
Variance 2985 4367 
Standard 54 66 Deviation 
Table 2-2: Instructor Y: N=30 
July December 
Total Total 
Score Score 
Mean 346.2 361 
Mode 320 355 
Median 328 358 
Variance 4189 2642 
Standard 65 51 Deviation 
Table 2-3: Mean Gains, By Instructor 
Instructor X 
Instructor Y 
Analysis & Discussion 
Total 
35.2 
14.8 
Comparing Overall Teaching Treatment 
July 
Listening 
Score 
206.7 
215 
210 
1295 
i 35 
i 
July 
Listening 
Score 
203.7 
160 
205 
1641 
41 
December 
Listening 
Score 
211.7 
215 
210 
2046 
46 
December 
Listening 
Score 
198.2 
180 
200 
1061 
33 
Listening 
5 
-5.5 
July 
Reading 
Score 
145 
130 
140 
1175 
34 
July 
Reading 
Score 
142.5 
130 
140 
1206 
35 
December 
Reading 
Score 
175.2 
195 
185 
1089 
33 
December 
Reading 
Score 
162.8 
155 
158 
1078 
33 
Reading 
30.2 
20.3 
i 
According to the comparison of strategies, instructor X and Y used slightly different 
techniques and stressed different parts of the materials. For overall instruction, instructor Y 
reported that the main focus of instruction was to teach TOEIC through business related 
materials, and therefore, stressed the use of "Business Objectives", while instructor X 
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focused on the content of TOEIC preparation materials. In other words, instructor X 
conducted the lesson in a narrower sense concentrating specifically on TOEIC materials, 
but instructor Y conducted the lessons within a broader framework in that the lessons 
emphasized business related materials. 
TOEIC score gains 
The results of TOEIC score before and after the treatment showed the differences in 
gains between two instructors. The result of instructor X's total score gain (35.2) was much 
larger than instructor Y's total score gain (14.8). Comparing the reading score gain, 
instructor X's score gain was slightly more (30.2) than instructor Y's score gain (20.3). 
Instructor X's listening section score (5) improved slightly compared to those in the 
reading section. In the case of instructor Y, listening score even showed negative gains 
( -5.5). 
Evaluating at the results in its entirety, it is obvious that for all levels the listening section 
of the TOEIC test was difficult for the students. This can be attributed to the fact that 
probably most of our students hear spoken English only in class, and therefore they have 
considerable difficulty due to limited amounts of instruction. Another reason for the 
negative gain in listening scores may be linked to the test environment, the main 
auditorium. Many students complained that they had difficulty listening to the tape. This 
could have had a considerable impact upon the listening score results, although 
substantiation of this cannot be supported by concrete, objective evidence. 
Comparing Teaching Strategies by instructor 
Since many of the strategies that were used by the two instructors overlapped a concrete 
line between different strategies cannot be drawn, one cannot explicitly argue which 
strategy influenced quantitatively any reported gain in TOEIC scores. However, it is 
possible to point out the significant differences among strategies that are emphasized 
between two instructors. Especially the strategies that were used by instructor X, but not by 
instructor Y, as there is a larger score gain by instructor X than that of instructor Y. 
Comparing the results of instructor X and Y, there are several areas where the 
emphasized strategies differed. The areas of divergence are in the stress and content placed 
upon 1) memorization, 2) contextualization, 4) repetition, 6) deduction, 7) auditory 
repetition, 11) visual, 12) music, and 15) intrinsic motivation. If one views the chart 
comparing the two instructors, it can be seen that the previous mentioned strategies were 
utilized by both instructors, but teaching materials within the specific strategy were 
dissimilar. Probably the most significant divergences of content were; 1) instruction dealing 
with vocabulary building, 2) contextualization of materials by using TOEIC related 
materials, 3) instruction focusing on grammar, 4) instruction that emphasized intrinsic 
motivation. Instructor X stressed and emphasized these four areas more than instructor Y 
did. Instructor Y reported that instruction was more general and did not focus specifically 
on vocabulary building and grammar instruction. 
Conclusion 
The authors of this paper believe that the current TOEIC preparation course can be 
improved by using several strategies. From past research, there is an indication that 
preparing students to take test is a legitimate strategy to be used in preparing students to 
take a specific test (Robb & Ercanbrack, 1999, Wadden & Hike, 1999, and Boldt & Ross. 
1998). The studies by Robb & Ercanbrack and Boldt & Ross also indicated that using 
business related materials for TOEIC preparation course is helpful. However, there are also 
several articles that argue the validity of score gains by treatment (Smith 2000, Willis 2000. 
Child 1995). Thus, the results of TOEIC score gains should be interpreted very carefully. 
For example, according to ETS (1990), it is more difficult for higher-level learners than for 
lower-level learners to increase TOEIC scores. The result from our limited data based on 
APC students' TOEIC scores indicated that teaching test preparation course by using both 
business based textbook and test preparation materials did help increase students' TOEIC 
score. 
The analysis of instructions by the two instructors suggested that several strategies that 
were used by instructor X did have favorable effects on the TOEIC score gains. Strategies 
such as vocabulary building and grammar focused instruction may have caused the score 
gains in the reading section. The results also indicated that the listening portion of the 
TOEIC score gains were not favorable. This may be an indication that the amount of time 
students spent on listening was insufficient and suggests that students need to spend more 
time listening to English outside of the classroom. 
The TOEIC preparation course at APC has been in existence for only one year, thus data 
from the program is very limited. Evaluation of the program should be made periodically 
toward improving the program. As more data becomes available in the future, assessment 
for defining improved strategies will be made. 
Received:July 6, 2001 
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